Abstract: This paper considers two European writers' critiques of the dysfunction and disagreement in society and politics. The concept of the "imaginary scenario" is developed and implemented to unpack texts constructed by authors to visualize and examine governmental and societal structures. Two writers from different nation-states, the French Michel Houellebecq (Submission) and the Portuguese Gonçalo M. Tavares (Learning to Pray in the Age of Technique), build their novels around a Vorstellung of how (future) individuals and people in power might act and speak, and this paper examines similarities and differences in these authors' strategies and visions. The "imaginary scenario," based on the work of Charles Taylor and Elena Esposito, posits that such (sur)realperspectives evidently tell us something about the experience of the present. Our claim is that these European writers have to be considered in a critical context beyond the safe haven of autonomy: in their novels, they address readers as citizens and invite them to reflect on democratic practices. Thus, they prompt us to reconsider what it means to live in the EU and to reflect on its political realities and perspectives.
Introduction
In January 2015, Europe was shocked by the violent attacks by Muslim terrorists on the offices of the satirical magazine Charlie Hebdo and on a kosher supermarket in eastern Paris, causing the death of twenty-two people. As before in Madrid (2004 ), Amsterdam (2004 and London (2005) , the assassins' motives were various and complex but had to do with alienation, poverty, and a lack of future prospects within Muslim communities.
1 Although the attacks appeared expressions of solidarity while simultaneously procuring general fear and appeals for legislative overreach (Toope 213) . Orwell, the French author creates an alternative near-future to critique today's political strategies. But, whereas Huxley and Orwell imagine a dystopia, a place as non-place, Houellebecq depicts a realist Paris which we can recognize and envision as a contemporary space. In this paper, we argue that this provocative realist setting as an obvious imaginary construct gives the novel a specific urgency.
The Vorstellung critiques actual events and concerns.
3 While Paris has received so much attention as a sort of turning point, it is hard to explain why Oslo and Utøya, where Anders Behring Breivik shot seventy-seven (mostly young) people in July 2011, is not considered a decisive moment for Europe. Breivik, evidently, was driven by Islamophobia and a right-wing fear of multiculturalism; as such, he exemplifies a rising European xenophobia. The concept of the imaginary scenario, then, is preferable to the dystopia. It is a form of narrative or script in which a reflection on current societal issues takes place in a realist setting. It is a
Vorstellung as mental image based on real events, topics, and discourses. The imaginary scenario offers an ideal moral order and, as such, prompts the reader to think about how to live together in society. We ground this concept in Charles Taylor's notion of "social imaginaries" as the way our contemporaries imagine the society in which they live. Social imaginaries are characteristic of western modernity: Taylor points to the market economy, the public sphere, and the self-governing people (2). These are imaginary concepts that string experiences of reality together. They are, so to speak, narrative constructs. Taylor's notion of social imaginaries can be expanded into an artistic complement illustrating the critical ideas and fantasies of contemporary literary authors. As Taylor argues, the social imaginary as "the way our contemporaries imagine the societies they inhabit and sustain" (6) functions as a distant analogue to definitions of utopia, which refer to a way of things that "may be realized in some eventually possible conditions, but that meanwhile serve as a standard to steer by" and provide "the hermeneutic clue to understanding the real" (6-7). 
Spirituality as the Answer to Political Lethargy
After defending his dissertation on Joris-Karl Huysmans, the protagonist in Houellebecq In Submission's imaginary scenario, we are challenged to be aware of the inventive narrative construction the author establishes.
There is no escape from storytelling, as Jeffery underlines (57) The plot of the novel develops in three main arenas: the hospital, the political sphere (represented by the city and its streets), and the family home. In the latter, "fear is illegal" (73), and there is a room -"the prison" (82) In the first part of the novel, Lenz compares the brain of the individual to the city streets. The privilege of the surgeon to reorder the body is similar, the narrator seems to imply, to the privilege of the politician to decide on the urban map. In addition, Lenz observes that there is no connection between being a good person and being a good doctor: he hates when patients consider him "good" simply because he is a skilled doctor. Lenz thus constructs a barrier between his public and private lives. The skilled and technically brilliant brain surgeon is, in private, a morally degenerate person: "The pleasure he took in humiliating prostitutes, weak women, adolescents, beggars who knocked on his door, even his own wife, couldn't stand in starker contrast to the holy aura with which some of the relatives of sick people he'd operated on had surrounded him" (26). Lenz is portrayed as a man with a disturbing worldview who does contemptible things in his private life, such as taking his wife before the eyes of a vagabond.
In contrast, however, he functions very well when applying his technical skills in hospital: in this arena, he is useful to society.
The real trouble begins with his transformation into a politician.
After the death of his brother, Lenz aspires to a political career.
Attending his brother's funeral and witnessing how people treat the mayor of the city, he becomes fascinated by power: "it was really a difference between a man presenting himself as an individual or accepting his place as a member of a group" (78). From that moment on, Lenz expands his territory of power and control. He no longer wants to take charge of individual brains; he desires to operate "on the illness of a whole city" (81). Lenz becomes a prominent member of "The Party," a conspicuously unspecified political faction, and, within a short time, he becomes a famous politician. The way in which technique has served him at the operating table is comparable to the "elementary technique" of the politician in the "gigantic medical operation" that puts "thousands of people under the scalpel of a single political decision" (92).
In the last part of the novel, Lenz has to leave his powerful political post due to illness. His former secretary Julia Liegnitz and her brother take care of him in his own family home, described by Lenz as Lenz's political program bears a strong resemblance to contemporary populist politics, which, across Europe, exploits discourses of fear, anxiety, and xenophobia. Tavares's fictional novel is thus deeply rooted in the "real" world: as he emphasized to Nunes, he writes to understand "the banality of evil" in contemporary society (Interview).
Learning to Pray in the Age of Technique thus provides us with an
imaginary scenario that depicts the potential cynicism of a society where a dominant political discourse is carried to its extreme: political leaders are motivated solely by guarding their positions of power, and they don't hesitate to attack their own people in the interest of selfpreservation. In sketching this imaginary scenario, the novel offers readers the opportunity to dwell in its particular society, while also prompting them to reflect on their own. Differently from Houellebecq,
Tavares uses imagination in order to blur the distinction between reality and fiction and, in so doing, emphasizes the real impact a fictional novel might have. uses hyperbole to confront the reader with political discourses; in its estrangement, the novel is more affirmative or propagandizing than one might expect at the outset. The point, however, is that each novel, in its respective form, is socially decisive.
Imaginary Scenarios of Europe
The imaginary scenarios discussed in this article succeed in challenging the reader, while emphasizing the double movement that both texts make readers aware of the fact that this possible world in which they dwell, and in which they might even start to believe, is in fact an explicitly constructed scenario utilized by the authors to explore contemporary politics and social developments. By simultaneously immersing and estranging their readers, both texts affect the perception and interpretation of actual reality. As Esposito claims, "reality is unlikely," 11 but fiction, on the other hand, can contribute to reality:
The events related in novels are not true, but neither are they false. They constitute a "second reality" that accompanies our real world of reference and enable us to assume the viewpoint of other characters, to live the lives of others to some degree and gain experience that we then apply also in running our own. The function of fiction in modern society lies essentially in this interweaving of different realities, where worlds that do not exist also have real consequences through their capacity 11 "die Realität ist unwahrscheinlich" (Die Fiktion 50).
to affect our perception and interpretation of "actual reality." 
